
Top Ten Questions and Answers about Wisconsin’s Manufacturing Cluster

1) Q: What are the goals of Wisconsin’s Manufacturing Cluster?
A: To create the infrastructure and framework necessary to support a manufacturing
environment of vibrant competition, continuous improvement and innovation such
that a growing sector of high skill, high wage jobs and world-class manufacturing
firms are created.

2)  Q: Why is a Manufacturing Cluster such a good fit for Wisconsin?
      A: Economic clusters are built on strengths. Nearly 23% of all Wisconsin jobs are in

the manufacturing sector, compared to the national average of 13%. Small and
medium sized firms account for over two-thirds of Wisconsin manufacturing.
Consequently, although Wisconsin has more to lose if it takes its’ manufacturing base
for granted, it also has more manufacturing strength to build on than other states in
creating a Manufacturing Cluster.

3)  Q: Why is a Manufacturing Cluster needed to support Wisconsin’s
manufacturing base?
A:  Low wage foreign competition has targeted the primary customers of Wisconsin's
small and medium sized manufacturers—Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs).
Wisconsin’s Manufacturing Cluster will be the focal point for creation of a focused,
coherent strategy of assisting the state's manufacturers to position themselves
competitively such that they both retain their current customers and capture new ones.

4) Q: What are the Manufacturing Cluster target areas?
A: Supplier and supply chain modernization; investment capital; research and
development (R & D); employee training and education; transportation and logistics;
and, information infrastructure.

5) Q: How will the Manufacturing Cluster address these issues?
A: A pilot project will be developed for each of the target areas to test particular
strategies for effectiveness and scalability. The first pilot project will use an OEM-
Leveraged Economic Development model for supplier and supply chain
modernization. Use of the cluster approach in development of these pilots assures the
involvement of significant stakeholders, which is essential for post pilot
implementation support.

6) Q: Why does working through Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs)
make sense?

      A: Two-thirds to three-quarters of goods produced by small and medium sized
manufacturers are sold to OEMs. This is the business that is threatened by low wage
foreign competition. On the other hand, the relationships created by this business
reflect a second strength upon which a Manufacturing Cluster can be based. Working
through OEMs not only will give the state easy access to the firms that need help the
most but also gives OEMs the assurance of knowing that if they source from
Wisconsin suppliers, they will always get world-class pricing, quality and support.



7) Q: Why do Wisconsin's small and medium sized manufacturers need a
supporting infrastructure and framework?

      A: Small and medium sized manufacturers often operate with very low overheads.
For the most part that means everyone’s daily efforts are focused primarily on just
getting product “out of the door”. Although such a structure does allow for
implementation of incremental improvements, it doesn't lend itself to the large,
fundamental change often needed to bring on modern manufacturing practices.

8)   Q: What type of assistance do Wisconsin's small and medium sized
manufacturers need?

      A: To ensure their competitiveness they first need assistance to streamline their
operations. Another way of putting this is that they need help becoming “lean.”  They
also need to learn how to collaborate more effectively with their OEM customers
such that they don't lose business to foreign companies based strictly on piece price.
In addition to OEM-leveraged supplier and supply chain modernization support, this
will be facilitated through programs that do things like provide easier access to
investment capital and helping suppliers with employee recruitment, retention and
training.

9) Q: Is the Manufacturing Cluster concept just another “good idea”, or does it
have a proven track record?
A: It is exciting to note that many of the strategies that will be used by the
Manufacturing Cluster are based on successful, existing models such as the
Wisconsin Manufacturer’s Development Consortium (WMDC), the Wisconsin
Manufacturing Extension Partnership (WMEP) Supplier Training Program, the
Wisconsin Regional Training Partnership (WRTP), and the Dane County Jobs with a
Future (JWF) Program. The challenge will be to significantly increase the scale
“breath and depth” of programs such as these.

10) Q: Is this corporate welfare or excessive state intervention?
A:  No, OEMs will not receive any subsidy under this program. On the other hand,
OEMs will be incented to continue sourcing in the state as Wisconsin’s small and
medium sized manufacturers attain a reputation for world-class competitiveness.  As
OEMs continue to buy from Wisconsin’s suppliers, they themselves will become
more competitive, saving and creating additional manufacturing jobs.

Wisconsin already spends millions of dollars a year today in support of economic
development. The Manufacturing Cluster is not advocating an increase in this
expenditure; rather, it is suggesting that the impact of funds already being spend
would be more widespread and have deeper impact if they were spend in a more
focused, coherent way.


